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Jews, Christians and Muslims along the Mediterrariasin:
an Archaeological Overview

Up to the Modern Age, the Mediterranean basin mascentre of the world,
the place of History. Different people, languagadiures were born and died along
its shores. Its waters were a connecting bridgevgls as a dividing wall between
North and South, East and West. A diversity of unal$, languages and religions
made the Mediterranean basin look like a huge mosanposed by multicoloured
tiles which sometime created a unified patterneptimes fragmented parts.

The breadth of the topic of my essdgws, Christians and Muslims along the
Mediterranean Basin: an Archaeological OvervialNows at this time to outline just
a brief picture of the meaning and the role plalygdhe three monotheistic religions
in the history of the areas around this sea.

At the end of classical antiquity, the Mediterramdzasin still preserved its
own cultural unity. From the shores of Asia Minorthose of southern Africa, Spain
and Italy, goods and people circulated in a wollat twas still remained classical.
Between the Ill and V century A.D. there was andmegny of African exports (Af-
rican exports were hegemonic), as documented bgdtiery production (Amphorae
fragments) found everywhefeSuch unity starts breaking down in the 5th century
due to the invasions of the Vandals, seen by Adriclaurch writers of this time as a
threéalt to Roman institutions, enemies of the Ronfgnean civilization and iden-
tity.

In the 7" century, this unity was definitely broken by thenquests of the Ar-
abs who settled along the southern shores of thdtdteanean basin, creating a con-
traposition with the northern coasts of this seguédden fracture created by the Arab
conquest in the 7th century, as narrated by Piramiés workMohammed (Maom-
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etto) and Charlemagntwas indeed disproved by abundant archaeologicali-do
mentation which shows how differences started diréa the %' century, long be-
fore the Arab conquest; and that commercial andamuraelationships were never cut
off but instead continued undisturbed after the@ntury (fig. 1).

It is known that the three monotheist religionstioé Mediterranean people
have many common traits. First, they recognize Afina as the founder of Monothe-
ism. According to Hebrew tradition, he destroyed platernal idols and asserted the
existence of only one God; for the Christians, Aara and Moses are the most cited
in the New TestamefitFor Muslims Ibrahim s the prophet, who introduced the cult
of the true God. Together with Ismael he buildsKlaabd in Mecca. In the Islamic
tradition, as for the Christian, Abraham and Moaesthe most cited Bible figurés.
But the three monotheist religions found on the Négchnean shores a deeply Hel-
lenized cultural miliewhich would greatly influence thefrDiaspora Jewsfelt the
need to translate the Bible into Greek long betheebirth of Christ® and decorated
synagogues with images not allowed in their wofigl. 2), as it is done a@eth Al-
pha where only the hand of God not to be shown dsage is painted:

When the Roman Empire converted to Christianityereewed Hellenistic cul-
ture spread along the Mediterranean shifr@e fathers of the Church were Greek
from Alexandria, Cesarea, Cappadocia, Antioch, @ada in Palestine. Before the
Arab conquest, these cities were major Greek cemfeulture and of theological
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Christian elaboratioh® Eusebius from Cesarea, Gregorius from Nazianzmesais,
Enea from Gaza and pseudo Dionigi the Aeropadtawsd in their works the best
of the Neoplatonic thought, particularly of Plotiand Procld? Aristotelianism was
also present in Greek theology since tHecBntury with Leonzio from Bisantium,
Massimo and Anastasio the «Sinaita». The synthegiseen Christian thought and
Aristotelianism was achieved mainly with John ofnizscus? In his work, The
Source of Knowledghe succeeds in creating a synthesis between @hitgtand
Greek philosophy, six centuries before Thomas Aagiifiommaso d’Aquino™®

John of Damascus was the son of Serdjoun, a hetd @hristian community
and tax collector, but also Finance Minister fofiglaAbd al Malik'” Perhaps John
of Damascus played an important role at Court leefas retirement in 725. It is ob-
vious that the thought of Damascenus could haveahdilect impact on the caliph
and the intellectual Arab circle, as debates inisteam world sparked over relation-
ship between reason and faith seem to indiafée idea that Muslim theology was
associated with naturalistic concepts derived ftomthought of John of Damascus.
The Rationalism of Mutazilites, after a period phemeral triumph, were found he-
retical and expelled, but they paved the way fer hirth of the Muslim theolog¥’
Greek Rationalism had a much deeper impact andepesd into Arab philosophy,
which in turn was inspired more and more by Plait Aristotelian school&
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The work of pseudo-Dionift with its Neoplatonic and mystic conceptions,
would also have a significant influence over thérerMuslim thought? The Sufi
thesis, the conception of the Shiite theology, #rat of philosophers such as Avi-
cenna were deeply influenced by the thought ofoP&td Plotino, who became
known thanks to «Mystic Theology» and other workpbeudo-Dionigf?

Contacts between Muslim culture and Greek thoughtime closer and closer
thanks to translations into Syriac and Arabic ofksdy Greek theologiarfs.

Neo-Pythagorism developed also in Alexandria arfllenced theology and
Christian gnosis, Monophysitism, and the Judéanster it passed on to Muslim
culture. One of the most renowned works from th& &éntury, known under the
name of «il— ) o)AV .~ & ally («Letters of the Brothers of Purity») , represent
the syncretism of platonic, neo-platonic, Gnosaod neopythagoric influences,
which was accomplished in the Muslim culture. Abalke the Sufism was influ-
enced by this esotericism and symbolic Hermeticistmch implies a transmission
of secrets through different degrees of knowledge.

On a larger scale, the esoteric spirit percolatetthé Muslim culture, affecting
literature, philosophy, and also politics wherersesocieties flourished.

To summarize, it can be stated that the three rhersitreligions met the
Greek cultural substrate on the Mediterranean sharel were deeply influenced.
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Not only philosophy, literature and the theologigabcess were influenced, but
monumental works as well to the point that in Isapainting appear subjects from
the Greek world, such as Solone (fig. 3) or Alexaritie Great and sometimes Bib-
lical themes (fig. 4).

We now examine archaeological findings, focusingsome examples which
will document peculiarities of the three religior&arting with the Jews, the con-
struction of the First €)) Temple is dated around 1000 B& C) and Jerusalem be-
came the only center of the sacrificial cilAt a certain point in their history they
moved on to animal sacrifices, as symbolically smowthe Sacrifice of Isaac (fig.
5), which could be seen as the beginning of thiau?® The construction of the
First Temple becomes the symbolic reference olttien of different tribes that up
to that point freely practiced their cults. Aftdretdestruction of the Second"{2
Temple in 70 A.D., the sacrificial cult was def@iit replaced by the Synagogal one,
which didn’t require any sacrifice. Synagogues had typically a rectangular or
square floor plan, facing Jerusalem, where the coniiy gathered to pray. Numer-
ous evidence of synagogues is present in manydfitte Mediterranean basih.

Early Christians, instead, after initial reunionghe room where Christ had his
Last Supper with his Disciples, gathered in simidases which were named «Hous-
es of Community»Bomus ecclesigé’ Later, the word «community» (ecclesia) was
used to indicate the gathering place and was nateckto people. When Emperor
Constantine proclaimed Christianity the State refign the 4' century, the Basilica
was chosen as the building where to celebratedheraligious rites. It is known that
the Basilica was used by people to gather and toirastrate justice long before
Constantine. During the"4century, countless basilicas were built and adhpiehe
Christian cult in Rome, in the Holy Land, in Afrieand in many other parts of the
Empire? In the course of centuries, the building was sttbjg to many modifica-
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tions. In the Eastern Empire a building with a cainioor plan was developed. The
best known prototype with this shape is Hagia Safij. 6) in Istanbuf? After the
Turkish conquest of the city in 1453, Hagia Sophiés transformed into a mosctfe.
The mosaics were covered with a thick layer of tela® and minarets were built,
and the structure was reinforced with buttressegshlygreat architect Sinan, the
same one who later would build in Constantinople bieautiful Mosque (fig. 7)
Suleymanye’ (1550-1557), inspired by Hagia Sophighis type of Mosque would
be built in the Byzantine territories conqueredTayks: Syria, Egypt, Tunisia, Ma-
ghreb®” This development was not due to the influence ol architecture, but
by the presence in these countries of imperiatais who ordered the construction
of Mosques similar to the ones found in their coprit In this case, we cannot speak
of a direct influence of a specific architecturairii as thenugamas from Iraf’

Originally, the wordmasdjidwas used to indicate the house of Mohamed in
Mecca where the community of the faithful gathei@g@ray. The house of Mohamed
became the archetype of all Mosques. The houseahsefjuence of small rooms
overlooking a big square courtyard. Three entramee® placed on the east, west
and south side, of thgibla, the mandatory orientation for the prayer, which sl
facing Jerusalem. Along the north wall, thiela wall, the believers arranged them-
selves on Friday at noon to pray and to diséliss.
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In early times since its arrival to Medina, prayigs made facing Jerusalem,
which was the first sacred orientatiayifla). The orientation toward Mecca was in-
troduced only after few years and at Medina théleisa Mosque called of the two
gibla (masjid al-giblatayi | should be remembered that generally Christtaurch-
es are oriented toward the E&stn some cases, though, churches have two apses
and two opposite orientations. These are exampleyet fully studied, but hypo-
thetically could be associated to a dual orientat@ward two holy citie$? We have
mentioned previously how Hagia Sophia in Constapiie was transformed from a
Christian church into a Mosque. Previously, examplere found of pagan temples
turned into Christian church&$as it was done in Rome where the church of the
Madonna was built over Minerva’s temfler in Calabria, where in the area of He-
ra’s temple the Madonna’s church was built. Evetha Islamic world there are ex-
amples of mosques built over preexistent cult gad&e in Damascus (Syria),
where the «Big Mosque» was built over the templdugditer, which was erected
over a previous temple dedicated to the Gladad*

Countless other similar cases could be named Fdha@lMediterranean coun-
tries.
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In addition to these examples where the cult foel@ion was continued and
changed by another religion, there are cases whereult of two different religious
groups was being practiced in the same place:xamele, the early Christians who
continued to attend Jewish synagogues. Apostle litangelf, converted to Christian-
ity on his way to Damascus, preached in Asia MimofGreece, in the islands, in Ita-
ly and in Jewish synagogues attended by early dmisas welf® Even Christians
and Muslims occasionally shared the same cult plaseas Mohamed himself who
authorized Christians to pray in the Mosque whi@salso his housé.Even later
on, Christians and Muslims shared the same plaaltfas it happened after the
capture of Damascus by the Arabs in 625, as rapdngeArab sources, when Chris-
tians and Muslims shared the same church consdd@mt&aint John the Baptist, sep-
arating it with a wall. There are other cases wkidmistian and Muslim cultures
worked together to create religious buildirfgs.

In Palermo, Sicily, during the Norman Conquest 14Q, the Palatine Chapel
(fig. 8) was inaugurated. It was a structure Hik& a courtyard church, where Chris-
tians and Muslims had worked together. Christiatistar made the architectural
structure and the wall mosaics, while the Muslinesatated the ceiling and paved
the floor®® The walls of the Palatine Chapel were decoratéd mibsaics portraying
scenes from the Bible and the GospélSome scenes were very peculiar since they
could be associated to pre-Islamic Arab poetry Whijceatly flourished in the'6
century and praised wine and love as the bestghimtife >*

The figure of thedrinker who enjoys life has been represented many tihes;
the same is for the female dancer whose iconogragsybrought to Islamic artists
by Classical art. The same iconography (fig. 94y used by Christian artists in

*Atti 18,8; 19,5.

4" E.E. PETERS The Monotheists: Jews, Christians, and Muslims amflict and Competition
vol. I: The peoples of GodPrinceton University Press, Princeton 2003, g. A9PAPADOPOULQ,
L'lslam et I'Art Musulmancit. pp. 219 ss.

8 |vi, p. 235.

49 K. MALLETTE, The Kingdom of Sicily, 1100-1250: A Literary Histotniversity of Penn-
sylvania Press, Philadelphia 2005, pp. 24-25T ABBAA, The Mugarnas Dome: Its Origin and Mean-
ing, in O.GRABAR (ed.),Mugarnas: An Annual on Islamic Art and Architect&eE. J. Brill, Leiden
1985, p. 73G.RossITAIBBI, Omelie per i vangeli domenicali e le feste di tdtaono, vol. I: Omelie
per le feste fissdPalermo 1969, pp. VII-XXV.

%0 W. TRONzO, Byzantinw Court Culture from the Point of View afriddan Sicily: The Case of
the Cappella Palatina in Palermin H. MAGUIRE (ed.),Byzantine Court Culture from 829 to 1204
Dumbarton Oaks, Washington D. C. 1997, pp. 101-EL&ITZINGER, The Mosaic of the Cappella
Palatina: An Essay on the Choice and ArrangemerthefSubjectin «Art Bulletin» 31 (1949), pp.
269-292; EBORSOOK Messages in Mosaic. The Royal Programmes of Nor8ieity 1130-1187
Oxford 1990.

°L A. ScHIPPERS, Spanish Hebrew Poetry and the Arab Literary Trautiti Arabic Themes in
Hebrew Andalusian PoetnfE. J. Brill, Leiden 1994, pp. 105-11F; J. GRUBE, La pittura islamica
nella Sicilia normanna del XII secolm C.BERTELLI (a cura di)La pittura in Italia. L’Altomedioevp
Milano 1994, pp. 1-27.

2D, AMALDI, Le Mu'allagit: alle origini della poesia arabaMarsilio ed., Venezia 1991, pp.
21 ss.
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two churches: in Santa Maria of Anglona in southiéaty, which showsEve bring-
ing food toAdamand in S. Marco, Venice, showii@alome’bringing on a plate the
chopped head dbaint JohnlIn the church of S. Maria of Anglona it can be saen
possible work of Islamic artists who painted soroengs such as the Wives of No-
ah’s sons (IMogli dei figli di Nog.>*

It might not be necessary to add examples to shewrtany interconnections
among Mediterranean cultures of the past, and agiethe words of an ancient
writer (Socrates) who defined people settled arotivel Mediterranean Sea like
Frogs in a pond

In a time when differences are emphasized, perhiapsuld be better to im-
prove knowledge exchanges and to know the conmeciiomong people in this area.

Archaeological research backed by new technologas contribute to the
knowledge of the true History of the three cultuaesl start a dialogue among the
sons of Abraham.

3 G.RoMA, S. Maria di AnglonaEffesette ed., Cosenza 1989, pp. 96-98.
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Appendice iconografica

Fig. 1. Pottery with Islamic influence (Xl Centgripund in southern Italy.

Fig. 2. Damascus, Archaeological Museum: MosaitiWenorah and a Greek inscription (Aron).
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Fig. 3. Solon speaks to the Islamic wise men (fRapadopoulo 1976).
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Fig. 4. Le Caire, Bibliothéque Nazionale: Josephgted by Putiphar’s wife.
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synagogue: the Sacrifice oatsa

Fig. 5. Beth Alpha
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Fig. 6. Istanbul, Haghia Sophia.

Fig. 7. Istanbul, Suleymanye Mosque.
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Fig. 8. Palermo, Palatine Chapel.
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Fig. 9-11. a) Palermo, Sicily, Palatine Chapel: Tdmale dancer; b) Tursi, Santa Maria d’Anglona,
Italy: Eve bringing food to Adam; c) Venice, ItaBan Marco Chapel: Salome’ with the chopped head
of Saint John.
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